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Editor’s Note: A comprehensive In Business 
Subject/Article Index for Volumes 18-20 
(1996-1998) is now available. This Index lists 
article title, abstract, author, page number and 
issue. Articles are sorted by key subjects. Article 
reprint order form is included. For a copy of 
this comprehensive index, please send 
$10 (includes postage & handling) to In 
Business, 419 State Avenue, Emmaus, PA 
18049. Checks payable to in Business; Visa, 
MasterCard and American Express honored. 
Email biocycle@jgpress.com. 
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HOW ARE THEY DOING NOW <e 


SUSTAINABLE 
CONSTRUCTION AND 
DEVELOPMENT HELP 
COMPANY SUCCEED 


Annual revenues have roughly dou- 
bled over the last five years at South 
Mountain Company, reports founder 
John Abrams. (See “Long Range Plan- 
ning For Business Success,” January- 
February, 1993.) The number of em- 
ployees at the Chilmark, 
Massachusetts home design and con- 
struction firm has grown more modest- 
ly, from 17 to 22 (including Abrams). 
“Business has expanded substantially,” 
he says. “I'd actually attribute it not so 
much to demand for our services, be- 
cause that’s always there — we’re al- 
ways scheduled well in advance — but 
to our ability to do work more effi- 
ciently and handle more.” 

Credit that increased efficiency to a 
stable crop of workers rewarded for 
longevity with the company. After 
employees have remained with South 
Mountain for five years, they are eligi- 
ble to buy into ownership. In 1993, 
Abrams and four other employees 
were partners; today there are ten. 
“There are a lot of owners and more to 
come,” says Abrams. “They pay a cer- 
tain amount and begin immediately to 
share in the equity of the company. 
Everything works here by consensus, 
so they have a full voice in charting a 
course and setting policies.” 

Over the years, more of the compa- 
ny’s jobs have been in development 
projects. One major example is a 16- 
unit, $3 million cohousing develop- 
ment on Martha’s Vineyard. “We’re 
developing a cohousing community 
that comes from our dual interest in 
environmental sustainability and af- 
fordable housing,” Abrams explains. 
Thirty acres are devoted to the devel- 
opment and seven adjoining acres will 
be the new home for the company’s 
office, workshop and storage facilities. 

South Mountain wears several hats 
for the project: development consul- 
tant, designer and builder. “We've 
had a long-standing interest in co- 


housing, although this is the first 
time we've actually been so tightly 
involved in a project like this,” says 
Abrams. “Part of our role was to facil- 
itate the formation of the group that’s 
actually doing it.” He and some other 
employees will live in the cohousing 
development, which has only one of 
16 units still available. Four units will 
be subsidized by the cohousing group 
and awarded as affordable housing in 
a lottery to qualifying families. 

Like all of South Mountain’s build- 
ings, the development will have nu- 
merous environmental aspects, includ- 
ing composting toilets and greywater 
nutrient recovery. “Much of it is so 
embodied in what we do that it’s not 
even remarkable,” adds Abrams. “It’s 
not |’ .e we do some things that you 
could characterize as ‘standard’ and 
some as environmental. They all have 
degrees of it. We learn more every day, 
and we still don’t know much.” 

What South Mountain does know is 
where to get salvaged materials, which 
increasingly play a greater role in con- 
struction — about 95 percent of the 
company’s wood exteriors and interi- 
ors are from salvaged materials. “If 
we're talking about wood, we use a lot 
of material salvaged from warehouse 
buildings, a lot from old wineries and 
breweries, and a tremendous amount 
from river bottoms lost when old 
growth forests were destroyed in the 
south and Canada,” says Abrams. The 
company also finds many salvaged ma- 
terials from local sources, keeping 
large quantities on inventory. 

As awareness of the need for sus- 
tainability increases, Abrams sees a 
bright future for environmentally con- 
scious construction and development. 
“The cohousing project is a good ex- 
ample,” he says. “There were ten dif- 
ferent ways that it did not meet cur- 
rent zoning regulations, but the town 
and zoning agency embraced it be- 
cause people are seeing how the devel- 
opment patterns of the last 25 years 
have not done what we want. Tightly 
clustered buildings and large areas of 
open space with shared systems are all 
making more sense.” 
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